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Abstract 
This study of the resposes of participants in 
Punchdrunk’s interactive performance theatre 
productions 2011-2014 reveals that affects normally 
considered negative (e.g. profound disorientation, 
confusion, and fear of failure) are framed as intriguing 
and even exhilarating by a majority of participants, and 
associated with corresponding motivation to learn, 
grasp and ‘figure out’ the challenges within the given 
environment. A subset of audience participants found 
the experience strongly aversive and where reasons 
were given, they were based on the same features that 
were framed as positive by the majority of participants, 
suggesting that the difference in reception is based on 
interpretative factors. 

Punchdrunk’s immersive theatre productions have often 
been compared to ‘real life computer games’ due to 
their narrative structure and the conditions for 
experience created by the sets, comprising in excess of 
100 fully realised and interactive installation rooms. 
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Introduction 
This study presents an analysis of the relationship 
between affects generally thought negative and an 
overall positive to extremely positive experience in a 
self-contained, game-like environment offering 
consistent conditions of experience for participants.  

The Drowned Man and Sleep No More have been 
compared to real life computer games in interviews 
with Felix Barrett, Punchdrunk’s Artistic Director 
[McMullan 2014], and share characteristics with 
adventure games and first person shooter games. The 
sets are constructed in large, multi-storey buildings and 
comprise in excess of 100 fully realised, interactive 
installation rooms created with a cinematic level of 
detail, which participants can enter and investigate at 
will. The sets are low-lit, sometimes nearly completely 
dark, with a labyrinthine layout that makes orientation 
extremely challenging. Participation is guided by rules; 
speaking, using mobile phones and taking any form of 
recording is not allowed, and participation together with 
companions is discouraged through the separation of 
people who arrive in company. The acting and 
storylines are presented in non-linear, repeating story 
loops that run simultaneously, with secret one-to-one 
experiences occasionally being 'unlocked' to selected 
participants. All participants wear identical full-face 
masks without gender characteristics. The masks limit 
the visual field of the participant to emphasise the 
'camera' or first-person shooter perspective, so that the 

entire head needs to be rotated for panning views of 
the set. 

  
Methods 
45-90 minutes long, semi-structured interviews with 
participants (n=12) were conducted, transcribed and 
analysed by word extraction. Similar descriptors of 
experiences and action strategies were grouped and 
compared according to frequency. Subsequently 
experience descriptors and action words were paired, to 
investigate if experiences and corresponding actions 
were broadly symmetrical, and to extract information 
about the balance between particular affects and 
responses.  

 
A larger sample of lay reviews was gathered on 
Tripadvisor (n=708) for less detailed data offering a 
broader picture of participant experiences [Tripadvisor 
2015a; 2015b] and analysed according to the rating 
given, with 5 and 4 stars (‘excellent’ or ‘very good’, 
respectively) grouped, 2 and 1 stars grouped (‘poor’ or 
‘terrible’, respectively), with neutral reviews (3 stars) 
remaining a separate group. A summary content 
analysis of the positive and negative groups of lay 
reviews was subsequently undertaken. 

Results 
The quantitative analysis of interview material reveals a 
dominant group of experience descriptors describing 
disorientation and confusion (11.8%), the second 
largest describing enjoyment (10.0%), and the third 
largest describing curiosity (7.6%), followed by the 
fourth largest, interest (6.4%). The largest action word 
group was related to problem-solving, learning and 
‘figuring out’ (18.3%), the second largest described 

 



 

speculation and imagining (13.5%), and the third 
largest describing acts of physical pursuit (12%), 
followed by the fourth largest, describing seeing and 
looking (8.8%). The interviewed participants all 
reported extremely positive experiences, and expressed 
a desire to repeat the experience. Some mentioned not 
wanting to fail, although the context of the experience 
does not define what failure might be. Interviewees 
framed failure as 'giving up', i.e, not pursuing the 
challenge or being defeatist, close-minded, or passive.  
 
An analysis of lay reviews of The Drowned Man 
(London) and Sleep No More (New York) gathered on 
Tripadvisor reveals that 78.9% of TDM participants and 
81.0% of SNM participants found the experience 
‘excellent’ to ‘very good’ and that 16.5% and 10.5% of 
participants (respectively) found the experience ‘poor’ 
to ‘terrible’, with 4.6% and 8.5% (respectively) giving 
the experience an ‘average’ rating [Tripadvisor 2015a; 
2015b]. A content analysis of the lay reviews on 
Tripadvisor reveals that the overall ~15% of audience 
members who found the experience aversive did so on 
similar grounds to the live interviewees' positive 
accounts: the difference appears not to be in the type 
of experience, as it is described in similar ways by 
those who find it extremely enjoyable and by those who 
found it annoying or frustrating, but in how it is 
received, framed, and interpreted. The main reasons 
given for the negative reviews was frustration 
associated with not understanding and feeling cheated 
of a conventionally pleasing - and thus reassuring - 
experience. Confusion elicited anger and indignation in 
this subset of participants, which was typically followed 
by vociferous rejection on the basis of it being 
'pretentious' or 'meaningless.'  

 
Discussion 
Neutral or moderately negative/positive reviews were 
comparatively few; the challenges presented by 
disorientation and confusion appears to polarise 
audiences strongly. The reason for this may be 
associated with the sublime, although reformulated for 
a game-like art experience. The postmodern sublime 
emerges as a powerful affective response to the failure 
of reason, representation and good sense [Bamford 
2012]: awe is generated as a function of privation 
[Lyotard 1991], in this case of coherent meaning, and 
by extension, subjectivity or the experience of the self 
as a stable entity [Zima 2010].  
 
The sublime may be more aligned with serious games. 
It has been associated with the avant-garde in art since 
the 19th century, due to it being a function of 
disorientation and unsettling of known boundaries and 
aesthetic conventions and, unlike 'pure' pleasure 
engendered by commodity forms of art and 
entertainment, the sublime accommodates anguish 
within the aesthetic experience: it is a specific affective 
phenomenon that arises from the challenge of 
boundaries; personal, physical, psychological and, 
ultimately, existential boundaries. 
 
Within a game or game-like environment, the sublime 
feeling is thus related to operating on the boundaries of 
loss of specific forms of control, particularly those 
associated with identity. Fear, excitation, anxiety and 
awe are affective components of the sublime, albeit not 
necessarily to an overpowering degree. The more 
immersive the game or game environment, the more 
overwhelming the sublime, and at this point audiences 
begin to polarise. A case in point is a study of player 

 

 

 

 



 

experience during the interactive game drama Façade, 
in the fully immersive Virtual/Alternate Reality version 
and the desktop version, the latter with two options; 
keyboard or voice control [Dow et al. 2007]. All 
participants in the Façade studyagreed that the VR/AR 
version engendered the greatest sense of presence, but 
only half of the participants preferred this version to 
the desktop version of the game. The other half found 
that the more realistic player experience of the VR/AR 
version inhibited their freedom to play due to the 
heightened sense of consequence, and felt more free to 
enjoy the experience of the desktop version of the 
game - some even expressing a preference for the 
keyboard interface, as it allowed them to check and 
edit their responses to the AI characters within the 
game.  
 
The results of the analyses undertaken as part of this 
study and the Façade study suggest that some player-
participants have a larger appetite and possibly even 
aptitude for the sublime, and are less prone to 
interpreting challenges of their personal boundaries as 
threats calling for retreat, instead finding them 
stimulating and motivating challenges. The other 
subset of player-participants prefer less direct and 
more mediated challenges, and possibly also less 
extreme challenges. The underlying cause of the 
significant difference in percentage of the latter subset 
of player-participants of a) Punchdrunk's work (15%) 
and b) Facade (50%) is not known, but a reasonable 
assumption is that expectation management plays a 
part. Participants in the Façade study were unprepared 
for the experience and did not know that they would 
enter an interactive relationship drama in which they 
would play an instrumental part, whereas Punchdrunk 

audiences are generally informed of the type of 
experience they will participate in.  
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